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Research Triangle Park, NC..........Officials from Puerto Rico will visit a Yonkers, NY, waste water

treatment plant at 10:30 a.m. on March 25 to learn more about a U.S. Environmental Protection

Agency fuel cell study that uses methane gas produced during sewage treatment to generate electricity. 

The study is being conducted in partnership with the New York Power Authority, which owns and

operates the fuel cell. 

Methane emissions from certain waste water treatment plants, landfills and other sites are potential

contributors to global warming.  Operating a fuel cell at a waste  water treatment plant  can eliminate

methane and other secondary air pollutants, as well as produce electricity. 

The demonstration project at the Westchester County Wastewater Treatment Plant in New York is the

first fuel cell power plant in the Western Hemisphere to run on methane gas produced during the

treatment of sewage.  Landfills and sewage treatment facilities produce gas emissions containing

methane, but the gas is not clean enough for fuel cells. To solve the problem, EPA’s patented filtration

system takes out contaminents such as the sulfides and halogen compounds from the waste methane

gas.  Testing of the fuel cell began in April 1997 and full operation of the fuel cell began in May 1998.
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EPA’s preliminary results at the fuel cell power plant have been encouraging.  The fuel cell has

provided a steady supply of electricity onsite for the sewage treatment plant.  Over 20 tons of the gas

have been turned into over 1.2 million kWh of electricity -- approximately the amount of energy to

power 60 homes for a year.  In addition, emissions from the fuel cell power plant are minimal and far

less than what would be produced when flaring (burning) the methane gas.  EPA scientists report that

all emissions are below regulated levels. 

The Yonkers demonstration project has encouraged the use of fuel cell technology at several other

sewage treatment plants in the United States,  said Dr. Ron Spiegel, a senior research engineer at EPA

and the project’s technical manager.  Among the visitors from Puerto Rico will be Jose E. Aponte, 

Mayor of Carolina, a municipality in the San Juan area.  Mr. Aponte is interested in similar fuel

cell/clean-up system technology at a landfill to provide power for a desalination plant.  The

desalination plant would generate fresh water, which is in critical supply in the San Juan area. 

EPA’s clean-up system for fuel cells is making it possible for further commercialization of  the new

technology for use by other municipal landfills and waste water treatment facilities.   “Municipalities

can benefit from generating some of their own electricity and everyone benefits from the reduction of

greenhouse gases produced by power plants that burn fossil fuels such as coal, oil and natural gas,”

said Dr. Spiegel. 

The Puerto Rican officials will also visit a fuel cell power plant at a landfill in Groton, Conn, and fuel

cell manufacturing facilities in Connecticut, including ONSI Corp., the  manufacturer of the fuel cell in

Yonkers.  The fuel cell at the sewage treatment plant has been partly funded by the U.S. Department of

Energy, Electric Power Research Institute (EPRI) and New York State Energy Research and

Development Authority.  The demonstration project is being conducted and funded by the  EPA. 


